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	 	 	 Oh	Canada!	thy	gloomy	woods	
	 	 	 					Will	never	cheer	the	heart;	
	 	 	 The	murmur	of	thy	mighty	floods	
	 	 	 					But	cause	fresh	tears	to	start	
	 	 	 From	those	whose	fondest	wishes	rest	
	 	 	 					Beyond	the	distant	main;	
	 	 	 Who,	‘mid	the	forests	of	the	West,	








	 	 	 I,	too,	have	felt	the	chilling	blight	
	 	 	 					Their	shadows	cast	on	me,	
	 	 	 My	thought	by	day	–	my	dream	by	night	–		
	 	 	 					Was	of	my	own	country.	
	 	 	 But	independent	souls	will	brave	
	 	 	 					All	hardships	to	be	free;	
	 	 	 No	more	I	weep	to	cross	the	wave,	
	 	 	 					My	native	land	to	see.134	
In	bringing	together	her	perception	of	the	Canadian	landscape	as	stark	and	
forbidding	with	her	sense	of	her	family’s	pursuit	of	freedom	there,	Moodie	
channels	almost	perfectly	Grant’s	argument.	But	we	cannot	push	this	
interpretation	too	far.	Moodie	also	speaks	of	the	“stern	necessity”	that	led	her	
family	to	Canada,	and	in	an	evocative	passage,	describes	her	love	for	Canada	
as	“a	feeling	very	nearly	allied	to	that	which	the	condemned	criminal	
entertains	for	his	cell.”135	As	much	as	Moodie	experienced	Canada	as	a	land	of	
freedom,	it	was	also	for	her	a	realm	of	demanding	necessity.		
	 But	our	real	question	is,	did	Moodie	understand	her	immigration	
biblically?	This	question	must	be	answered	equivocally.	There	is	no	reference	
in	Roughing	It	to	the	Israelites’	history	of	homelessness,	landedness,	and	exile	
as	you	find	in	the	Puritan	or	other	Christian	colonial	writings.	That	is,	there	is	
no	association	with	Abraham	as	a	sojourning	settler,	no	sense	of	either	
England	or	Canada	as	a	new	Egypt,	Babylon,	or	Israel.	Moodie	does,	however,	
occasionally	refer	to	her	life	in	Canada	as	an	“exile,”	and	at	one	point	she	
reflects	that	“the	unpeopled	wastes	of	Canada	must	present	the	same	aspect	
to	the	new	settler	that	the	world	did	to	our	first	parents	after	their	expulsion	
																																																								
134	Moodie,	Roughing	It,	75.	
135	Moodie,	Roughing	It,	91.	
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from	the	Garden	of	Eden,”	this	last	statement	being	the	only	clear	comparison	
Moodie	makes	in	Roughing	It	between	her	own	immigrant	experience	and	a	
biblical	event.		
One	thing	is	certain,	however.	Moodie	did	feel	God’s	hand	at	work	in	
her	life	(or	wrote	as	if	she	did,	at	the	very	least).	It	is	clear	that	Moodie	
believed	God	was	present	with	her	and	her	family	in	Canada,	and	that	He	
looked	favourably	upon	her	immigration.	When	food	is	scarce	or	wild	
animals	threaten,	Moodie	trusts	in	God	and	providence	to	see	her	through.	
And	in	more	comfortable	times,	when	she	is	able	to	appreciate	the	beauty	
and	serenity	of	the	Canadian	wilderness,	she	finds	God	there.	Canoeing	with	
her	family	late	one	moonlit	summer	night,	she	reflects	that	“the	very	spirit	of	
peace	seemed	to	brood	over	the	waters	…	Amid	these	lonely	wilds	the	soul	
draws	nearer	to	God,	and	is	filled	to	overflowing	by	the	overwhelming	sense	
of	His	presence.”136	Moonlight	seems	to	have	been	particularly	stirring	for	
Moodie;	under	another	full	moon	out	in	the	woods	she	exclaims	“life	is	a	
blessing,	a	precious	boon	indeed,”	and	she	revels	in	“the	glorious	privilege	of	
pouring	out	the	silent	adoration	of	the	heart	to	the	Great	Father	in	his	
universal	temple.”137	Evidently,	despite	the	difficulties	Moodie	experienced	
raising	a	family	in	the	backwoods	of	Canada,	she	did	not	consider	it	a	country	
forsaken	by	God;	He	was,	for	her,	palpably	present.	Most	importantly,	she	
understood	her	immigration	as	providentially	ordained.	On	a	journey	from	
the	relatively	well-settled	town	of	Cobourg	to	the	bush	where	she	would	live	
																																																								
136	Moodie,	Roughing	It,	229.	
137	ibid.,	196.	
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for	seven	years,	Moodie	sheds	tears	at	the	“savage	scene”	around	her,	and,	in	
the	following	passage,	asks	what	brought	her	there:	
‘Providence,’	was	the	answer	which	my	soul	gave.	‘Not	for	your	own	
welfare	perhaps,	but	for	the	welfare	of	your	children,	the	unerring	
hand	of	the	Great	Father	has	led	you	here.	You	form	a	connecting	link	
in	the	destinies	of	many.	It	is	impossible	for	any	human	creature	to	
live	for	himself	alone.	It	may	be	your	lot	to	suffer,	but	others	will	reap	
a	benefit	from	your	trials.	Look	up	with	confidence	to	Heaven,	and	the	
sun	of	hope	will	yet	shed	a	cheering	beam	through	the	forbidding	
depths	of	this	tangled	wilderness.138		
	
While	she	may	not	relate	her	experiences	typologically	to	biblical	events,	
Moodie	evidently	thought	that	God	was	guiding	her	migration.	Had	she	
sought	to	find	biblical	analogues	to	her	own	experience,139	Moodie	might	
have	associated	the	freedom	and	independence	she	felt	characterized	life	in	
Canada	with	God’s	liberating	gesture	in	the	Exodus,	which	provided	the	
Israelites	a	land	of	their	own	in	which	they	could	be	free	from	other	nations.	
And	when	Moodie	located	the	meaning	of	her	suffering	in	her	children’s	
future,	she	might	have	related	this	to	God’s	promise	to	Abraham,	which	was	
as	much	a	promise	to	his	descendants	as	it	was	to	Abraham	himself.		
We	see,	then,	that	the	Canadian	literary	tradition	is	more	likely	to	
represent	settler	presence	in	North	America	as	a	kind	of	geographical	exile,	a	
sojourn	in	a	strange	land,	and	a	struggle	to	become	native,	rather	than	an	
arrival	in	a	divinely	appointed	home.	As	such,	I	would	suggest	we	extend	
Brueggemann’s	thesis	referred	to	at	the	beginning	of	this	section,	and	say	
that	exile	is	primarily	geographical,	and	that	Canadians’	sense	of	
																																																								
138	ibid.,	178.	
139	And	I	think	she	likely	would	have,	though	they	are	not	documented	in	Roughing	
It.	
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homelessness	in	the	vast	landscapes	they	inhabit	is	one	more	way	that	life	in	
North	America	might	find	an	analogue	in	the	experiences	of	biblical	Israel.	
Both	communities	find	themselves	in	landscapes	their	traditions	would	
suggest	is	not	entirely	their	own.	For	Canadians	attentive	to	their	own	
literary	history	and	experience,	which	has	long	struggled	to	come	to	know	
and	belong	to	the	“majestic	continent”	George	Grant	refers	to,	the	biblical	
struggle	with	life	in	diaspora,	along	with	the	Bible’s	promise	of	eventual	
placedness,	might	have	deep	resonances.	
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	CHAPTER	THREE	–	SPACE,	PLACE,	AND	THE	LATTER’S	
THEOLOGIES	
	
The	experience	of	being	uprooted,	homeless,	or	lost	can	be	understood	in	
relation	to	wider	philosophical	and	theological	currents.	If	our	everyday	
experience	is	inflected	with	an	uneasy	relationship	to	the	land	we	inhabit,	we	
might	do	well	to	examine	how	place	has	been	treated	theoretically,	which	is	
what	I	intend	to	explore	in	this	chapter.	There	is	a	history	in	both	Christian	
theology	and	Western	philosophy	of	deemphasizing	the	importance	of	place;	
while	both	traditions	furnish	us	with	counterexamples,	the	dominant	trend	
has	been	towards	a	favouring	of	the	abstract	and	universal	“view	from	
nowhere”	over	the	concrete	and	particular.	This	is	especially	true	of	
philosophies	inspired	by	the	spirit	of	the	Enlightenment,	and	theologies	that	
focus	too	much	on	spiritual	transcendence	and	the	gospel’s	universalism.	
Both	tend	to	encourage	a	lifestyle	divorced	from	geography,	and	with	little	
commitment	to	place.		
In	this	chapter’s	first	and	second	sections	I	explore	how	the	
importance	of	place	has	been	downplayed	in	much	of	Western	philosophy	
and	Christian	theology,	respectively.	My	implicit	suggestion	is	that	these	
traditions’	theoretical	predilection	for	the	abstract,	immaterial,	and	universal	
is	at	least	partly	responsible	for	North	Americans’	ambivalent	relationship	
with	their	places.	
In	the	third	section,	however,	I	go	on	to	examine	the	revolt	against	
this	placelessness	which	has	begun	to	take	shape	in	much	recent	
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philosophical	and	theological	discourse.	Calls	to	reclaim	“a	sense	of	place”	are	
often	heard	in	both	camps.	In	particular,	I	look	at	how	this	reclamation	is	
articulated	vis	a	vis	the	Christian	tradition,	and	how	many	are	now	
articulating	a	“theology	of	place,”	a	theology	which	would	serve	to	ground	
Christians	wherever	they	are	and	help	them	put	down	roots.	These	writers	
argue	that	the	Church	does	possess	resources	that,	if	attended	to,	would	help	
us	to	grow	roots	and	honour	the	places	we	inhabit.	I	engage	them	because	I	
believe	their	project	is	an	important	one	for	Christians	living	in	North	
America	who	experience	something	like	the	alienation	and	uprootedness	I	
discussed	above.			
	
The	Obscuration	of	Place	in	the	Philosophical	Tradition	
An	examination	of	the	western	philosophical	tradition’s	relationship	with	
place	must	start	with	a	reference	to	the	work	of	Edward	Casey,	whose	book	
The	Fate	of	Place:	A	Philosophical	History	has	been	very	influential	in	its	
criticism	of	modern	philosophy’s	ambivalence	to	place.	The	Fate	of	Place	
traces	the	history	of	place	as	a	philosophical	category	from	the	classical	era	
through	to	the	twentieth	century,	and	Casey	identifies	the	slow	growth	of	a	
disinterest	in,	and	even	an	outright	suppression	of,	place	as	an	object	of	
philosophical	interest.	While	place	was	a	central	category	in	early	Greek	
philosophy,	“by	the	end	of	the	eighteenth	century,	it	vanished	altogether	
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from	serious	theoretical	discourse	in	physics	and	philosophy.”140	The	eclipse	
of	place	reached	a	crescendo	in	the	Enlightenment,	but	Casey’s	book	ends	
with	a	consideration	of	how	place	has	reasserted	itself	as	a	philosophical	
category	in	various	modes	of	late-modern	and	post-modern	thinking.141	
Place,	as	will	be	made	clear	in	more	detail	below,	is	once	again	considered	an	
important	category.			
	 What	supplanted	place,	according	to	Casey,	was	space.	He	considers	
the	key	moment	in	this	unseating	to	have	come	in	1277,	when	the	Bishop	of	
Paris	issued	a	document,	by	request	from	the	Pope,	stating	that	space	was	
infinite.	The	vision	thus	opened	up	to	the	Western	mind,	of	a	universe	
infinitely	vast,	empty,	and	ultimately	homogenous,	was	in	stark	opposition	to	
a	sense	of	place,	which	is	necessarily	confined,	particular,	and	pregnant	with	
matter	and	meaning.142	Space,	we	must	note,	is	undifferentiated,	abstract,	
empty.	Place,	by	contrast,	is	unique,	concrete,	and	limited	by	boundaries	(i.e.,	
it	is	finite).143	Given	this	distinction,	it	is	easy	to	appreciate	why	space	
overtook	place	in	theoretical	import,	for	it	is	only	abstract	and	
undifferentiated	space	which	can	be	described	by	the	the	kinds	of	universal	
laws	that	Western	science	was	to	develop	in	modernity.	Indeed,	the	year	
																																																								
140	Edward	Casey,	The	Fate	of	Place:	A	Philosophical	History	(California,	University	of	
California	Press,	1997),	133.	
141	Casey,	Fate	of	Place,	xi.		
142	ibid.,	106-7.	
143	John	Inge,	A	Christian	Theology	of	Place	(Great	Britain:	Ashgate,	2003),	1-2.		
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1277	has	been	called	the	beginning	of	modern	science	by	some	
commentators.144		
	 The	eclipse	of	place	by	space	is	thus	thoroughly	implicated	with	the	
development	of	the	modern	scientific	world-view.	By	seeking	laws	that	were	
universally	true	(that	is,	true	everywhere	and	at	all	times,)	Enlightenment-
era	science	rejected	the	privileging	of	particular	places.	What	is	true	only	for	
a	particular	place	or	only	at	a	particular	time	is	not	true	at	all,	according	to	
the	scientific	paradigm.	The	philosophical	analogue	to	this	commitment	can	
be	found	in	the	Enlightenment’s	search	for	a	priori	truth.	A	priori	truth	is	
truth	that	is	independent	of	all	experience,	and	for	which	factors	of	situation	
and	placement	are	therefore	irrelevant.	Neither	scientists	nor	philosophers	
of	the	Enlightenment	period	thought	the	particular,	and	therefore	place,	
merited	any	concern.	They	sought	universals.	This	is	one	of	the	main	causes	
of	the	“obscuration	of	place”	that	Casey	identifies,	namely	“the	universalism	
inherent	in	Western	[intellectual]	culture	from	the	beginning,”	which,	he	
continues,	“is	most	starkly	evident	in	the	search	for	ideas,	usually	labeled	
‘essences,’	that	obtain	everywhere	and	for	which	a	particular	somewhere,	a	
given	place,	is	presumably	irrelevant.”145	
	 O’Donovan	notes	that	Western	philosophy’s	privileging	of	
consciousness	and	the	intellect	over	against	the	body	and	its	materiality	has	
also	contributed	to	the	“obscuration	of	place.”146	Running	from	Platonism	
																																																								
144	Casey,	Fate	of	Place,	107.	
145	ibid.,	xii.	
146	O’Donovan,	“The	Loss	of	a	Sense	of	Place,”	301.	
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through	to	their	modern	apogee	in	Descartes	and	his	followers,	doctrines	of	
the	immaterial	soul	(and	its	freedom	and	fulfillment	in	contemplation)	have	
“bred	the	conviction	that	local	relations,	which	we	necessarily	have	by	virtue	
of	being	embodied	souls,	are	to	be	transcended	and	left	behind.”147	In	Plato,	
the	soul	has	access	to	a	transcendent	realm	of	truth.	In	Descartes	similarly,	it	
is	the	immaterial	soul	only	that	attains	knowledge,	precisely	because	it	can	
look	beyond	the	experiences	of	the	here	and	now	supplied	by	the	body	and	
its	senses.	It	can	look	beyond	place,	in	other	words.	The	Western	intellect	has	
for	much	of	its	history	privileged	the	mind	over	the	body,	and	this	has	left	it	
disengaged	from	problems	of	place,	since	place	is	known	primarily	through	
the	body.148	
	 Fascinatingly,	the	space/place	distinction	is	not	only	an	ontological	or	
metaphysical	one.	Whether	we	imagine	ourselves	situated	in	a	particular	
place	or	floating	untethered	through	an	amorphous	space	has	real	effects	on	
our	actions.	The	concepts	are	imbued	with	their	own	ethical	dimensions.	As	
Casey	insightfully	points	out	at	the	beginning	of	his	book,	our	words	for	
‘politics’	and	‘ethics’	are	both	derived	from	Greek	words	associated	with	
place:	polis,	or	‘city-state,’	and	ēthea,	which	means	‘habitats.’149	Not	
surprisingly,	then,	a	connection	can	be	made	between	the	western	
philosophical	tradition’s	disregard	for	the	importance	of	place	and	some	of	
the	central	commitments	that	have	developed	in	that	tradition’s	ethical	and	
																																																								
147	ibid.,	302.	
148	That	place	and	the	body	are	intimately	related	will	be	explored	in	more	detail	
below.		
149	Casey,	Fate	of	Place,	xiv.	
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political	theory,	namely	the	valorization	of	human	freedom	and	
independence	that	defines	liberalism.		
I	return	to	Brueggemann	to	unpack	this.	He	writes	that	space	“means	
an	arena	of	freedom,	without	coercion	or	accountability,	free	of	pressures	
and	void	of	authority.”	Place,	on	the	other	hand,	“is	space	in	which	vows	have	
been	exchanged,	promises	have	been	made,	and	demands	have	been	
issued.”150	To	live	consciously	in	a	place	for	Brueggemann	is	to	make	“a	
declaration	that	our	humanness	cannot	be	found	in	escape,	detachment,	
absence	of	commitment,	and	undefined	freedom.”151	To	put	it	a	little	
differently,	place	makes	claims	on	us	in	ways	space	cannot.	
Representations	of	the	world	as	empty,	infinite	and	undifferentiated,	
then,	seem	to	go	hand-in-hand	with	liberalism’s	positing	of	freedom	as	the	
chief	end	of	human	action.	In	contrast,	a	proper	appreciation	for	the	
peculiarities	of	place	necessarily	entails	the	acceptance	of	a	law.	(The	reader	
should	be	reminded	of	the	discussion	above	[pp.	47	–	48]	about	foreign	flora.	
Lands	and	places	have	limits;	we	cannot	live	in	any	way	in	any	place,	but	
rather	must	accept	the	strictures	of	our	geography).	This	idea	is	captured	
well	in	the	Bible,	for	it	is	no	coincidence	that	God	gives	the	Israelites	a	law	at	
the	same	time	as	he	promises	them	a	land	(we	might	like	to	read	the	
wilderness	wanderings	as	a	sojourn	through	space,	which	is	relieved	by	the	
Israelites’	arrival	at	place,	the	Land).	The	suggestion	here	is	that	Torah	is	a	
																																																								
150	Brueggemann,	The	Land,	4.	
151	ibid.	
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situated	thing,	meant	to	guide	life	in	the	Land	and	having	an	integral	
relationship	with	it.	Torah	is,	quite	literally,	the	law	of	the	land.	
	This	is	an	idea	we	have	already	encountered	in	the	philosophy	of	
George	Grant.	The	reader	will	remember	that	for	Grant	there	was	a	
geographical	element	to	the	evolution	of	political	liberalism	in	North	
America.	It	was	settlers’	experience	of	the	North	American	landscape	as	a	
hostile	environment,	one	to	be	subjugated	and	altered	according	to	human	
will,	that	for	Grant	was	one	of	the	most	telling	examples	of	liberalism	at	
work.	Liberalism	regards	the	world	not	as	a	limit,	but	as	a	field	of	freedom,	an	
empty	playground	for	human	striving.	Grant,	critical	of	the	unrestrained	
freedom	that	characterizes	life	in	liberal	society,	thought	that	the	land	(as	
well	the	Good	–	he	writes	in	the	Christian-Platonist	tradition)	ought	to	
present	a	real	limit	on	human	freedom,	a	limit	that	liberalism’s	pursuit	of	
technological	mastery	(a	pursuit	of	space	instead	of	place)	transgressed.	I	am	
arguing	that	the	“obscuration	of	place”	Casey	identities	in	the	philosophical	
tradition	should	be	understood	in	relation	to	this	liberal	political	philosophy:	
place	is	ignored	and	suppressed	because	it	is	a	limiting	force,	and	liberal	
philosophies	are	committed	to	enlarging	the	human	being’s	field	of	freedom.		
To	conclude	this	section,	I	have	briefly	indicated	that	during	much	of	
the	West’s	philosophical	history,	and	especially	in	the	modern	period,	place	
has	been	largely	disregarded.	This	is	because	the	particularity	of	place	does	
not	fit	well	with	the	scientific	paradigm’s	universalizing	aspirations,	because	
the	materiality	of	place	makes	it	suspect,	and	because	the	limiting	nature	of	
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place	is	repugnant	to	liberalism’s	pursuit	of	freedom	and	independence.	In	
the	next	section,	I	make	similar	observations,	but	with	regard	to	the	
theological	treatment	of	place	instead	of	the	philosophical.		
	
The	Obscuration	in	Christian	Tradition	
I	begin	this	section	with	a	personal	reminiscence,	one	that	made	concrete	for	
me	the	ways	Christianity	can	be	complicit	in	the	obscuration	of	place.	Living	
rurally	one	summer	in	northeastern	Newfoundland,	I	decided	to	wake	early	
on	the	solstice	to	acknowledge	the	sunrise	on	the	longest	day	of	the	year.	I	
did	so	alone.	In	an	attempt	to	give	the	dawn	a	sense	of	ceremony	I	fingered	
through	my	prayer	book	as	the	sun	rose,	reading	through	the	office	of	
Morning	Prayer.	I	was	struck	at	the	prayer	book’s	ignorance	of	what	was	
going	on	around	me.	One	would	expect	at	least	some	acknowledgement	of	
the	significance	of	the	sunrise	taking	place	that	morning.	But	the	prayer	
book,	one	purpose	of	which	is	to	regulate	my	experience	of	time	as	a	
repeating	cycle,	appeared	ignorant	of	the	way	I	was	also	being	regulated	by	
the	repeating	cycle	of	the	seasons.	I	noted,	very	much	in	anticipation	of	a	
thesis	I	will	present	below,	that	this	is	because	the	prayer	book	is	trained	
upon	the	life	of	Christ	rather	than	my	place.	The	shape	given	to	time	by	the	
prayer	book,	the	periods	of	feasting	and	fasting,	celebration	and	mourning	
that	it	prescribes,	represents	for	us	the	life	of	Christ	–	it	is	Christ	that	
regulates	our	time	rather	than	the	seasons.	The	prayer	book	appeared	to	me	
that	morning	to	be	regulating	time	according	to	a	logic	of	elsewhere.	
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	 I	am	not	alone	in	having	felt	this	way.	It	is	not	uncommon	to	find	
representations	of	Christianity	as	a	non-territorial	and	unplaced	religion.	In	
this	section	I	highlight	three	aspects	of	Christianity	that	serve	to	reinforce	
this	opinion,	all	three	of	which	are	related	to	each	other.	These	three	aspects	
are:	Paul’s	and	the	Gospel’s	radical	universalism,	Christianity’s	
anthropocentric	tendency	to	locate	divinity	not	in	nature	or	place,	but	in	
person(s),	and,	lastly,	Christianity’s	doctrines	of	spiritual	transcendence	and	
ascent.		
	 It	would	be	helpful	to	acknowledge	now,	however,	that	I	only	wish	to	
highlight	certain	strains	of	the	Christian	tradition	which	appear	to	neglect	
place,	not	make	the	totalizing	claim	that	Christianity	as	a	whole	is	essentially	
placeless.	Indeed	I	agree	with	Santmire	that	the	nature-denying	tendency	of	
Christianity	has	been	overstated.152	Just	as	we	encountered	the	Bible	as	
luminously	polyphonic,	the	Christian	tradition	also	has	many	voices.	Thus	in	
the	next	section	I	examine	how	the	tradition	can,	in	fact,	inspire	a	
commitment	to	place.	First,	though,	I	will	consider	how	that	vision	has	been	
subverted.	
To	begin,	Christianity	is	an	avowedly	universalistic	religion.	The	
resurrected	Jesus	imagines	his	message	spreading	“to	the	ends	of	the	earth”	
(Acts	1:8).	Saint	Peter	believes	“God	shows	no	partiality,	but	in	every	nation	
any	one	who	fears	him	and	does	what	is	right	is	acceptable”	(Acts	10:34-35).	
And	Paul’s	missionary	endeavours,	which	sought	to	extend	the	scope	of	
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salvation	beyond	the	borders	of	Israel,	function	as	one	of	Christianity’s	
founding	myths.	Often,	the	founding	of	Christianity	is	understood	as	an	
overcoming	of	the	particularity	of	the	revelation	to	Israel.	As	a	result	of	these	
universal	aspirations	the	importance	of	place	and	geography	are	sometimes	
obscured	in	Christian	theology.		
In	his	now	classic	work	on	early	Christianity’s	doctrine	of	the	land	(or	
lack	thereof,	more	accurately)	W.D.	Davies	has	argued	at	length	that	the	
biblical	authors,	and	even	Jesus	himself,	showed	little	to	no	interest	in	
matters	geographical.153	In	particular,	Davies	argued	that	the	universalizing	
movement	of	Paul	led	him	to	reject	Jewish	doctrines	of	the	land,	and	in	doing	
so,	render	all	places	irrelevant	to	salvation.	Indeed,	Paul’s	universalism	led	
him	to	do	away	with	all	the	particularly	Jewish	forms	of	life	and	worship.	
Thus,	according	to	Paul,	Abraham’s	promise	is	no	longer	received	through	
the	flesh,	but	through	the	Spirit	(which	is	available	to	all,	everywhere)	and	
the	necessity	of	the	Law	in	the	economy	of	salvation	is	rescinded	as	well.154	
“With	the	coming	of	Christ	the	wall	of	separation	between	Israel	and	the	
Gentiles	was	removed,”	Davies	writes,	and	this	“include[d]	the	geographic	
separation	between	those	in	the	land	and	those	outside	the	land.”	Continuing,	
Davies	writes	that	“salvation	was	not	now	bound	to	the	Jewish	people	
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centred	in	the	land	and	living	according	to	the	Law:	it	was	‘located’	not	in	
place,	but	in	persons	in	whom	grace	and	faith	had	their	writ.”155		
O’Donovan	similarly	notes	how	the	universal	ambitions	of	Christianity	
necessarily	led	it	to	forsake	any	commitment	to	a	theological	sense	of	place.	
He	writes,		
The	revelation	to	Israel	had	been	a	situated	revelation,	in	a	land	which	
YHWH	had	hallowed	and	in	a	city	where	he	had	chosen	to	dwell.	But	
the	revelation	in	Christ	broke	down	this	elective	particularity,	not	
only	of	race	but	also	of	place.	This	theme	has	been	constantly	
recurrent	in	Western	Christianity	(no	less	before	than	after	the	
Protestant	Reformation),	safeguarding	Christian	faith	against	a	
relapse	into	the	concept	of	a	situated	place	of	divine	presence.156		
	
As	an	amusing	piece	of	evidence	for	this,	O’Donovan	quotes	a	medieval	Irish	
couplet:	“To	go	to	Rome	is	little	profit,	plenty	pain	/	The	master	that	you	seek	
in	Rome	you	find	at	home,	or	seek	in	vain.”157	Christianity	professes	a	radical	
accessibility	of	the	divine	in	all	places.	In	the	Old	Testament,	God	chooses	
Israel	as	a	place	to	dwell	in	a	unique	way,	but	in	the	New,	He	is	everywhere.	
As	such,	it	would	seem,	places	can	have	little	to	no	theological	import;	they	
can	have	no	bearing	on	the	divine.	
Philip	Sheldrake	perceptively	notes	that	many	early	Christian	
conversion	stories	take	place	“on	the	way,”	in	between	well-defined	
locations,	on	roads	and	highways	especially.158	(This	may	be	related	to	
something	I	noted	above,	that	there	is	a	deep	connection	between	migration	
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and	religious	experience).	They	transpire	in	non-places,	nowhere	in	
particular	and	therefore	everywhere	-	in	a	sort	of	universal	space.	This	sense	
of	abstract	space	is	a	critical	element	in	Christianity’s	sense	of	itself	as	a	
universal	revelation,	for	a	universal	revelation	cannot,	it	would	seem,	be	
located	anywhere	in	particular.		
Davies’	ultimate	conclusion	in	his	book	was	that	in	the	first	century	
Christ	took	on	all	the	significations	that	the	Land	had	previously	bore	in	
Jewish	thought.	He	writes,	“in	sum,	for	the	holiness	of	place,	Christianity	has	
fundamentally,	though	not	consistently,	substituted	the	holiness	of	the	
Person:	it	has	Christified	holy	space.”159	This	is	not	unlike	his	argument	I	
rehearsed	above,	that	with	the	advent	of	Christ	salvation	became	“located	not	
in	place,	but	in	persons	in	whom	grace	and	faith	had	their	writ.”	This	brings	
us	to	the	second	aspect	of	Christian	theology	which	calls	into	question	the	
importance	of	place,	namely	the	way	the	tradition	has	come	to	locate	divinity	
in	people	rather	than	places.	For	it	is	not	only	the	person	of	Christ	that	comes	
to	take	on	the	theological	significance	that	the	land	had	in	earlier	Jewish	
thought,	but	the	persons	of	individual	believers.160		
Consider,	for	example,	Christianity’s	pantheon	of	saints,	and	the	way	
the	acted	(and	continue	to	act)	as	sites	of	divine	encounter.	“Holy	people	and	
their	stories,	more	than	any	other	medium,	localized	the	Christian	God,”	
writes	Sheldrake.161	This	is	reflected	in	the	way	sites	of	pilgrimage	became	
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identified	in	early	Christianity	not	so	much	by	their	natural	features,	which	
you	might	expect	in	the	Indigenous	spiritualties	of	North	America	and	
Australia,	for	example,	but	by	the	presence	there	of	holy	people,	or	their	
stories	associated	with	the	place.162	
A	brief	survey	of	the	New	Testament	is	revealing	of	the	early	Christian	
idea		that	God	was	made	present	in	the	faithful,	and	made	his	will	known	
through	them.	The	author	of	Ephesians	identifies	the	church	as	one	of	God’s	
mediums	of	revelation,	for	example,	when	he	writes,	“through	the	church	the	
wisdom	of	God	in	its	rich	variety	might	now	be	made	known”	(3:10).	Paul	
writes	in	1	Cor	3:16,	“Do	you	not	know	that	you	are	God’s	temple	and	that	
God’s	Spirit	dwells	in	you?”	The	tradition	of	associating	the	church	with	
Christ’s	body	is	another	example	(Col	1:24,	and	elsewhere).	Lastly,	and	
perhaps	most	famously,	there	is	Jesus’	own	saying:	“for	where	two	or	three	
are	gathered	in	my	name,	I	am	there	among	them”	(Matt	18:20).	For	
Christians	who	follow	this	line	of	interpretation,	God	is	present	not	so	much	
in	the	world,	in	nature,	or	in	place,	but	in	humanity,	through	the	dwelling	of	
the	Spirit	in	the	souls	of	believers.		
This	focus	on	the	human	as	the	primary	location	of	divinity	is	what	led	
Lynn	White,	in	his	wildly	influential	essay	‘The	Historic	Roots	of	our	
Ecological	Crisis,’	to	charge	Christianity	with	being	“the	most	
anthropocentric	religion	the	world	has	seen.”163	White	contrasts	this	
anthropocentricism	with	the	animism	that	characterized	pagan	religion,	in	
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which	“every	tree,	every	spring,	ever	stream,	every	hill	had	its	own	genius	
loci,	its	guardian	spirit.”	By	denying	nature	its	divinity	and	locating	the	Spirit	
in	God	and	humans	only,	White	thought	Christianity	promoted	not	only	an	
ambivalence	towards	nature,	but	an	outright	assault	on	it:	“By	destroying	
pagan	animism	Christianity	made	it	possible	to	exploit	nature	in	a	mood	of	
indifference	to	the	feelings	of	natural	objects.”164	In	a	longer	passage,	White	
captures	well	the	migration	of	the	Spirit	from	nature	to	humans,	particularly	
saints:	
It	is	often	said	that	for	animism	the	Church	substituted	the	cult	of	
saints.	True;	but	the	cult	of	saints	is	functionally	quite	different	from	
animism.	The	saint	is	not	in	natural	objects;	he	may	have	special	
shrines,	but	his	citizenship	is	in	heaven	…	In	addition	to	saints,	
Christianity	of	course	also	had	angels	and	demons	…	but	these	were	
all	as	mobile	as	the	saints	themselves.	The	spirits	in	natural	objects,	
which	formerly	had	protected	nature	from	man,	evaporated.	Man's	
effective	monopoly	on	spirit	in	this	world	was	confirmed.165	
	
This,	then,	is	the	second	way	that	Christian	tradition	has	fostered	a	blindness	
to	place,	by	holding	fast	to	the	doctrine	that	God,	when	He	is	in	the	world,	is	
so	only	in	humanity,	be	it	in	Jesus	Christ	or	the	church.	For	a	people	whose	
God	resides	in	their	own	souls	and	their	neighbours’,	there	can	be	little	
reason	to	attend	to	the	nature	of	their	external	situation	and	placement.		
	 Thirdly,	Christianity	is	a	religion	which	can	be	said	to	train	its	eyes	
upon	a	world	distinctly	other	than	this	one.	Christians	often	interpret	their	
scriptures	and	traditions	as	encouraging	them	to	turn	their	back	on	this	
world	in	expectation	of	a	new	life	in	a	better	one.	Consider	Heb	11:16,	which	
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argues	that	the	Patriarchs	never	settled	in	the	land,	content	to	be	“strangers	
and	foreigners	on	the	earth,”	precisely	because	they	desired	“a	better	
country,	that	is,	a	heavenly	one.”	This	passage	celebrates	rootlessness	on	
earth	as	necessary	step	towards	achieving	a	home	in	heaven.166	The	lesson	is	
that	God	does	not	intend	to	resolve	the	contradictions	inherent	in	a	life	lived	
in	exile	or	diaspora,	because	the	home	God	promises	is	not	an	earthly	one.	
We	are	not	meant	to	put	down	roots	in	this	world,	but	rather	to	wander,	
faithfully,	in	anticipation	of	a	place	to	come.	This	coincides	with	the	picture	
given	us	in	the	Gospel	of	John,	in	which	Jesus	refers	to	himself	and	the	
Kingdom	as	being	“not	of	this	world”	(17:16).	Consider	also	the	following,	
written	by	Thomas	Taylor	in	1836	and	found	in	the	Lutheran	and	
Presbyterian	hymnals:	
I'm	but	a	stranger	here,	
Heav'n	is	my	home;	
Earth	is	a	desert	drear,	
Heav'n	is	my	home;	
Danger	and	sorrow	stand	
Round	me	on	ev'ry	hand;	
Heav'n	is	my	fatherland,	
Heav'n	is	my	home.167	
	
The	hymn	continues	for	another	three	verses,	and	remains	committed	to	a	
vision	of	the	earth	as	a	desert	through	which	we	must	pass	to	arrive	at	our	
true,	other-worldly	home.	How	would	this	hymn	influence	a	congregation	
singing	it	on	Sunday	morning?	
																																																								
166	O’Donovan,	“The	Loss	of	a	Sense	of	Place,”	13-14.		
167	“I’m	But	a	Stranger	Here,”	Cyber	Hymnal,	accessed	March	22,	2015,	
http://cyberhymnal.org/htm/i/m/imbutash.htm.	
	 76	
	 In	his	1985	analysis	of	Christianity’s	ecological	promise,	Paul	
Santmire	identified	two	major	motifs	that	appear	in	the	tradition’s	thinking	
about	nature.	He	called	these	the	spiritual	motif	and	the	ecological	motif.	The	
spiritual	motif	characterizes	those	theologies	which	stress	the	spiritual	
transcendence	of	nature.	They	are	often	expressed	using	metaphors	of	
ascent,	in	which	the	believer’s	rise	towards	God	is	attended	by	an	equal	rise	
away	from	this	world,	the	earth.	Theologies	aligned	with	the	ecological	motif,	
on	the	other	hand,	do	not	look	forward	to	a	transcendence	of	nature,	but	to	
its	ultimate	redemption,	and	the	establishment	of	a	more	proper	relationship	
between	it	and	humanity.	Whereas	the	spiritual	motif	stresses	ascent	
upwards	to	the	Good,	the	ecological	motif	stresses	the	overflowing	of	God’s	
goodness	down	towards	the	earth.		
Santmire’s	book	is	intended	to	reclaim	the	ecological	motif	for	our	era	
of	environmental	crisis.	But	he	acknowledges,	with	regret,	that	the	spiritual	
motif	has	been	more	dominant	throughout	Christian	history.168	Thus	we	find	
Origen	asserting	that	the	created	world	is	meant	only	as	a	instrument,	a	
ladder	if	you	will,	to	help	humans	climb	back	to	God,	and	outlining	a	fully	
spiritual	interpretation	of	the	Old	Testament	themes	of	land	and	place.169	In	a	
similar	fashion,	the	great	medieval	voices	of	Thomas	Aquinas,	Bonaventure,	
and	Dante	(St.	Francis	is	of	course	a	counterexample	from	this	period)	
imagine	the	world	as	a	chain	of	being,	with	the	material	world	at	the	bottom,	
and	God’s	transcendent,	immaterial	self	at	the	top.	“Each	of	these	writers	
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shapes	his	thought	according	to	a	hierarchical	vision,	predicated	on	a	
teleology	of	ascent.”170		
One	of	Christian	theology’s	legacies	has	been	to	impart	a	sense	that	
the	human	being	does	not	belong	on	earth,	but	should	strive	to	attain	a	place	
in	another,	better	realm.	For	a	Christian	influenced	by	these	kinds	of	
doctrines,	the	facts	of	their	material	placement,	the	peculiar	traits	of	their	
landscapes	and	homes,	must	appear	to	them	as	irrelevant.		
This	section	has	demonstrated	that	certain	strains	of	Christian	
theology	exhibit	an	aversion	to	place,	just	as	Enlightenment-era	philosophy	
does.	The	strains	are:	those	predicated	on	a	sense	of	the	Christian	revelation	
as	a	radically	universal	one,	those	which	posit	the	human	as	the	primary	site	
of	divine	presence	in	the	world,	and	those	which	teach	humans	to	look	for	a	
place	in	heaven	rather	than	earth.	But	as	I	alluded	to	at	the	outset	of	this	
chapter,	Christian	tradition	also	furnishes	us	with	counterexamples,	and	it	is	
to	these	which	I	now	turn.	In	the	next	section	I	will	examine	Christian	
resources	for	reclaiming	a	sense	of	place,	and	the	value	of	the	particular.		
	
Theologies	of	Place	
Today,	the	theoretical	predilections	for	universality	and	immateriality	I	
discussed	in	sections	one	and	two	above	are	reinforced	by	the	lived	
experiences	caused	by	industrialization,	globalization	and	communications	
technology.	Human	beings,	especially	in	the	developed	world,	are	less	and	
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less	tethered	to	particular	places.	We	can	travel	at	will,	and	this	travel	no	
longer	requires	the	slow	passage	between	origin	and	destination	that	
acquaints	us	with	where	we	come	from,	where	we	are,	and	where	we	are	
going.	Mass	production	renders	our	built	environments	identical	across	
cultures	and	places,	and	this	homogeneity,	in	the	words	of	O’Donovan,	
“numbs	our	sense	of	how	one	place	differs	from	another.”171	Our	food	is	
increasingly	sourced	from	elsewhere,	so	we	begin	to	lose	our	sense	of	
reliance	on	the	places	we	inhabit.	And	communications	technology	has	given	
us	the	ability	to	form	relationships	and	peer	groups	that	are	not	rooted	in	
place;	communities	have	become	more	and	more	disembodied.	To	use	the	
words	of	O’Donovan	once	again,	we	have	created	“a	technology	of	placeless	
culture.”172	In	practice	as	well	as	theory,	then,	place	is	becoming	more	and	
more	irrelevant.		
But	the	assault	made	on	place	by	Enlightenment	thinking,	strains	of	
Christian	theology,	and	the	practical	consequences	of	globalization	has	not	
gone	unquestioned	or	unopposed.	A	chorus	of	voices	calling	for	the	
reclamation	of	what	is	often	referred	to	as	a	“sense	of	place”	has	risen	up.	The	
agrarian	thinkers	examined	in	chapter	two	should	be	counted	among	these	
voices,	and	in	The	Fate	of	Place	Edward	Casey	traced	the	reappearance	of	
place	as	an	important	category	for	many	twentieth	century	philosophers.173	
John	Inge,	reading	Casey’s	book,	extends	the	latter’s	thesis,	noting	that	
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disciplines	as	diverse	as	geography,	psychology,	and	political	and	social	
theory	have	all	made	a	turn	towards	a	more	embodied	and	
phenomenological	sensitivity,	and	have	thereby	reestablished	place	as	
worthy	of	investigation.174	In	this	section	my	focus	will	be	on	how	this	turn	
has	played	out	(or	could	play	out)	in	Christian	discourse.	Inge	regrets	that	the	
move	towards	a	sense	of	place	is	one	that	theology	has	yet	to	make	in	any	
substantial	way,	and	so	his	book	functions	as	an	invitation	to	theologians	to	
begin	crafting	what	he	calls	a	Christian	theology	of	place.	Sheldrake	shares	
Inge’s	regret,	writing	that	while	“place	is	a	critical	theological	and	spiritual	
issue	…	the	Christian	tradition	has	been	ambivalent	about	the	subject.”175	In	
addition	to	these	two,	a	handful	of	other	Christian	writers	have	taken	up	the	
project	of	crafting	a	theology	of	place,	including	Lilburne176	(not	to	be	
confused	with	Lilburn),	Hjalmarson177	and	Bartholomew.178	Lilburne’s	
exploration	of	Christian	place-making	is	especially	interesting	for	us,	since	it	
consciously	situates	itself	in	the	post-colonial	context	of	Australia,	and	takes	
inspiration	from	Aboriginal	doctrines	of	the	land	there.179	Lilburne	is	the	only	
one	of	these	authors	to	note	the	post-colonial	potential	of	a	theology	of	place.	
I	include	the	following	summary	of	the	main	emphases	of	these	writers’	
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thought	because	I	am	convinced	that	crafting	a	theology	of	place	will	be	
integral	to	learning	how	to	be	a	Christian	in	a	post-colonial	context	such	as	
Canada’s,	since	there	is	some	indication	that	the	colonial	experience	here	is	
characterized	by	an	uneasy	relationship	with	our	place(s).		
	 While	Inge	thinks	Christian	theology	has	yet	to	fully	articulate	a	
theology	of	place,	he	puts	forward	his	own	suggestions	for	doing	so,	and	
notes	that	the	Christian	tradition	does	provide	us	with	resources	for	the	
construction	of	such	a	theology.	He	argues	especially	that	through	its	
doctrine	of	the	incarnation180	and	its	traditions	of	pilgrimage181	Christianity	
might	inspire	us	to	put	down	roots	and	resist	the	spatially	homogenizing	
influences	of	our	intellectual	traditions	and	globalization.		
The	incarnation	is	especially	important,	because	in	it	we	meet	a	God	
whose	redemptive	work	has	been	realized	in	and	through	the	confines	of	a	
particular	place	and	time.	It	thus	opens	up	the	possibility	that	we	(i.e.,	
modern	readers	of	the	Bible)	might	meet	God	in	our	own	places	as	well,	and	
not	in	a	heaven	understood	as	transcendent	or	in	a	people	(the	church)	
considered	in	isolation	from	their	environment.	Frost,	in	a	book	more	recent	
than	Inge’s,	uses	incarnation	as	a	central	metaphor	for	how	we	should	
understand	the	cultivation	of	locally	engaged	communities,182	and	advises	us	
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to	“embrace	a	more	thoroughly	embodied	faith,	a	truly	placed	way	of	living	
that	mirrors	the	incarnational	lifestyle	of	Jesus.”183		
We	should	note,	though,	that	the	incarnation	is	not	always	interpreted	
this	way.	Davies,	while	he	does	acknowledge	in	his	analysis	of	the	Gospel	of	
John	that	Jesus’	“flesh	was	real	flesh,	and	[that]	he	was	geographically	
conditioned	as	all	men,”	thinks	that	the	geographical	placement	of	Jesus	did	
not	ultimately	matter	to	John.	“Rather	what	was	significant	to	John	was	the	
descent	of	Jesus	from	above	and	his	ascent	thither.	The	fundamental	spatial	
symbolism	of	the	Fourth	Gospel	was	not	horizontal	but	vertical.”184	For	
Davies,	the	fact	that	God	became	flesh	does	not	lend	importance	to	
geography,	because	the	significance	of	that	flesh	lies	in	the	relationship	it	
makes	possible	between	humanity	and	an	otherworldly,	transcendent,	God.		
	 Nevertheless,	on	account	of	its	sheer	particularity	the	incarnation	
does	anchor	most	recent	attempts	to	articulate	a	theology	of	place,	including	
Inge’s,	Lilburne’s,	and	Sheldrake’s.185	The	latter	argues	that	“the	particularity	
of	the	event	of	Jesus	Christ	permits	the	placed	nature,	the	always	particular	
nature,	of	discipleship,”	and	Lilburne’s	counsel	for	those	who	would	reclaim	a	
sense	of	place	is	that	they	adopt	an	“incarnational	praxis”	that	roots	them	
where	they	are.186		
A	second	reason	the	incarnation	inspires	thinkers	such	as	these	has	to	
do	with	its	bodily	element.	For	the	suppression	of	place	in	the	Western	
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intellectual	tradition	is	part	of	a	complex	of	assumptions	that	equally	
denigrates	the	body.	Indeed,	in	Casey’s	discussion	he	shows	that	the	
reappearance	of	place	in	Western	philosophy	has	been	effected	through	a	
new	attention	to	the	body.187	He	writes	of	the	“late	modern	effort	to	reclaim	
the	particularity	of	place	from	the	universality	of	space	by	recourse	to	bodily	
empowerment.”188	In	his	Christian	treatment	of	the	subject,	Inge	concurs	that	
place	and	body	“are	inseparable	…	as	there	is	no	experience	of	place	without	
body,	so	there	is	no	experience	of	body	without	place.”189	Given	this	
relationship	between	body	and	place,	the	incarnation,	being	the	doctrine	that	
in	Christ	“the	whole	fullness	of	deity	dwells	bodily”	(Colossians	2:9),	can	
easily	be	read	as	an	affirmation	of	place.	Indeed	it	is	a	powerful	assertion	that	
the	particularity	of	material	existence,	and	thus	of	place,	carries	great	
importance.	This	leads	Inge	to	his	conclusion	that	“the	incarnation	–	and	the	
particularity	of	God’s	relationship	with	humanity	which	flows	from	it	–	
supports	the	notion	of	place	retaining	vital	significance.”190	
A	caveat	–	this	requires	that	we	understand	incarnation	not	as	a	one-
time	event	that	transpired	long	ago	in	a	distant	place,	but	rather	as	a	model	
of	how	God	continues	to	relate	to	the	world	today,	wherever	we	may	be.	If	we	
adopt	the	former	view	we	will	find	ourselves,	as	I	found	the	prayer	book	
doing	on	the	solstice	in	Newfoundland,	directing	our	attention	elsewhere,	to	
first-century	Palestine	instead	of	our	own	place	in	the	world.	If	we	adopt	the	
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latter	view,	then	the	particular	facts	of	our	daily	life,	including	where	we	are,	
will	shimmer	with	divinity,	not	as	signs	of	something	other	(a	transcendent	
God)	but	in	their	very	particularity,	here.	I	would	urge	a	reading	of	the	
incarnation	that	sees	it	as	an	assertion	that	God	is	in	the	world,	and	
therefore,	placed.	The	Christian	desire	for	God	need	not,	then,	lead	one	away	
from	the	earth,	and	one’s	place	in	it;	it	might	rather	lead	one	more	deeply	
into	one’s	material	placement.			
	 A	second	way	that	the	divinity	of	place	manages	to	shine	through	in	
Christianity	is	in	its	traditions	of	pilgrimage	and	holy	places.	Inge	devotes	a	
chapter	of	his	book	to	an	analysis	of	this	tradition,	in	which	he	presents	
Christian	pilgrimage	as	a	counterexample	to	the	placelessness	I	examined	in	
section	two.191	“The	phenomenon	which	has	demonstrated	the	appreciation	
of	place	in	the	Christian	tradition	more	than	any	other	is	that	of	pilgrimage,”	
he	writes.192	Inge	rehearses	the	development	of	Christian	pilgrimages	to	the	
Holy	Land	in	the	Church’s	first	centuries,	before	then	outlining	how	a	“sacred	
geography,”	emerged	in	Europe,	especially	in	the	medieval	period.	This	
sacred	geography	centered	around	the	locations	of	relics,	the	homes	of	saints,	
and	sites	where	divine	encounter	between	God	and	humanity	had	taken	
place.193	Of	course,	as	one	might	expect	given	the	universalism	I	explored	in	
section	two,	this	development	was	met	with	a	certain	wariness	in	many	
quarters	of	Christianity.	It	was	unclear	how	to	reconcile	the	doctrine	that	God	
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was	in	all	places	with	the	idea	that	he	was	somehow	uniquely	present	in	
particular	places.194	Nevertheless,	holy	sites	and	pilgrimages	did	take	hold	in	
practice,	and	even	today,	though	admittedly	more	in	the	Catholic	than	
Protestant	traditions,	“the	landscape	of	the	Christian	world	is	dotted	with	
places	which	have	been	recognized	as	being	holy	by	virtue	of	sacramental	
encounter.”195		
	 The	places	singled	out	as	sites	of	Christian	pilgrimage	reveal	for	us	an	
essential	element	in	the	human	experience	of	place,	namely	its	intimate	
relationship	with	our	human	past,	and	the	stories	which	are	said	to	have	
occurred	there.	Christian	holy	sites	are	holy	by	virtue	of	something	that	has	
happened	there;	either	a	saint	has	lived	there,	or	God	has	intervened	in	the	
life	of	humanity	in	a	unique	way	there.	Holy	sites	are	memorial	in	nature.	
“Shrines,”	Inge	writes,	“root	people	in	their	sacred	past	and	the	history	of	the	
Christian	community	of	which	they	are	a	part.”196	This	is	Biblically	resonant;	
the	holy	places	of	the	Old	Testament	serve	as	memorials	to	significant	events	
in	the	Israelites’	history	with	their	God	as	well.	I	believe	these	examples	from	
religion	speak	to	a	broader	truth:	that	humans	root	themselves	in	places	as	
they	root	themselves	in	their	past,	and	places	become	significant	to	people	as	
they	live	out	their	history	in	them.	Don	McKay,	a	Canadian	poet	who	is	
concerned	with	our	relationship	to	our	landscapes,	writes	that	“place	is	
wilderness	to	which	history	has	happened,”	and	that	“place	is	land	to	which	
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we	have	occurred.”197	This	is	to	say,	wilderness	becomes	place	by	virtue	of	
our	life	and	history	in	it.	Walter	Brueggeman	similarly	notes	the	relationship	
between	place	and	history:	“Place	is	space	that	has	historical	meanings.”198	
By	providing	its	followers	with	a	sacred	history	that	is	placed,	Christianity	
invites	those	followers	into	a	deeper	relationship	with	particular	places;	it	
offers	them	roots.		
	 My	sense,	however,	is	that	we	need	to	refine	a	little	further	our	
understanding	of	how	the	experience	of	place	is	related	to	our	past.	To	say	
that	place	is	land	to	which	we	have	occurred	is	perhaps	to	make	it	into	too	
human	a	category.	I	would	urge	that	we	should	not	lend	such	a	primacy	to	
the	human	element	of	place	making,	as	if	the	world	were	empty	and	
homogenous	before	it	became	storied.	Lilburne	makes	this	criticism	of	
Brueggemann,	suggesting	that	the	latter’s	definition	of	place	“is	overly	
dependent	upon	history	and	human	activity	as	the	distinguishing	
characteristics	of	place.”199	He	argues	instead	that	“a	sense	of	place	is	a	
function	of	the	nature	of	[places]	themselves.”200	Place	is	not	merely	a	result	
of	human	story-telling	and	meaning-making;	rather,	we	should	focus	on	the	
inherent	particularity	and	concreteness	of	places	in	order	to	get	a	sense	of	
what	they	are.	Humans	may	have	a	history	in	a	place;	indeed	this	is	one	of	the	
primary	ways	we	relate	to	place,	but	place	also	has	its	own	history,	and	its	
own	meaning.	“The	physical	landscape	is	a	partner,	and	an	active	rather	than	
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a	purely	passive	partner,	in	the	conversation	which	creates	the	nature	of	a	
place,”	writes	Sheldrake.201	And	in	the	essay	I	quoted	from	above,	McKay	was	
more	concerned	with	reestablishing	a	connection	not	with	place,	but	with	
wilderness,	which	he	understood	as	the	world	unmediated	by	human	
knowing	and	story-telling.		
	 This	bears	on	the	Christian	project	of	place-making	in	North	America	
in	a	significant	way,	for	one	of	the	biggest	challenges	associated	with	
developing	a	sense	of	place	in	North	America	as	Christians	is	the	relatively	
short	time	that	we’ve	been	here.	If	place	is	exclusively	a	function	of	human	
story	telling,	it	is	no	wonder	we	have	a	tenuous	connection	with	the	land	
here:	it	is	because	we	have	relatively	few	stories	from	this	place.	The	pioneer	
Susanna	Moodie,	whose	book	I	examined	above,	expresses	this	idea	perfectly	
when	she	remarks	(betraying	her	ignorance	of	Indigenous	history	in	Canada)	
that	this	land	is	“too	new”	to	be	the	home	of	any	spirits,	or	the	site	of	any	
supernatural	occurrences.	But	if,	as	Lilburne,	Sheldrake,	and	I	am	suggesting,	
place	is	as	much	a	feature	of	the	natural	landscape	in	itself	as	it	is	a	result	of	
story-telling,	we	ought	to	be	able	to	get	a	sense	of	this	place	simply	by	paying	
better	attention	to	it.	We	would	also	do	well	to	recognize	that	the	Indigenous	
peoples	of	this	continent	have	a	rich	story-telling	tradition	that	roots	them	
where	they	are.	This	continent	is	not	“new”	in	any	sense.		
	 These,	then,	are	two	initial	movements	we	can	make	in	order	to	begin	
re-placing	ourselves	as	Christian	in	North	America.	First,	we	must	attend	to	
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the	ways	that	the	incarnational	style	of	God’s	self-disclosure	implies	a	
redemption	of	the	material	and	particular,	and	in	doing	so	restores	to	our	
local	places	an	inherent	value.	Second,	we	should	make	an	effort	to	learn	
more	about	the	stories	that	have	given	this	place	meaning	for	the	people	who	
have	lived	here	far	longer	than	us,	but	also	recognize	that	the	land	here	was	
God’s	before	humans	had	anything	to	do	with	it,	and	is	thus	sacred	simply	be	
virtue	of	being	the	way	it	is,	created.	This	will	help	us	to	develop	in	North	
America	the	kind	of	“sacred	geography”	that	existed	in	Christian	Europe.	
While	it	is	true	that	the	Christian	tradition	has	often	been	complicit	in	the	
obscuration	of	place,	it	is	not	irredeemable	by	any	means,	as	its	doctrines	of	
incarnation	and	pilgrimage	make	clear.		
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CONCLUSION	
In	the	preceding	excursion	I	have	made	a	number	of	suggestions	relating	to	
theology,	biblical	studies	and	contemporary	life	(particularly	for	European	
Christians)	in	North	America.	The	central	claim	has	been	that	if	we	want	to	
understand	colonial	presence	in	North	America	biblically,	that	is,	through	
biblical	categories	and	by	finding	some	analogue	to	our	own	experience	in	
the	biblical	text,	we	might	do	so	by	framing	our	sojourn	on	this	continent	as	a	
kind	of	exile.	I	showed	in	chapter	one	that	the	Bible	itself	is	deeply	concerned	
with	how	to	live	well	outside	of	one’s	imagined	homeland,	and	I	showed	in	
chapter	two	that	colonial	presence	in	North	America	is	often	understood,	at	
least	in	the	Canadian	literary	tradition,	as	a	kind	of	exile,	a	struggle	to	learn	
how	to	be	at	home	in	a	foreign	landscape.	If	these	claims	are	both	true,	then	
we	should	expect	the	Bible	to	confront	us	as	a	book	profoundly	relevant	to	
our	present	situation.		
	 I	have	also	engaged	debate	on	how	human	communities	ought	to	
relate	to	their	inhabited	places.	While	I	ultimately	share	the	agrarian	
commitment	to	communities	that	root	themselves	geographically,	I	hope	I	
have	presented	the	vision	of	the	exilic	theologians,	who	argue	that	identifying	
people	with	places	too	deeply	can	lead	to	an	exclusionary	closed-
mindedness,	with	some	sympathy,	for	I	do	appreciate	their	critiques	of	
nationalist	constructions	of	identity	based	on	claimed	territory	and	its	
borders.	Nonetheless,	I	have	argued	that	this	approach	ignores	the	real	ways	
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that	place	shapes	a	people,	and	our	pressing	ecological	need	to	reestablish	an	
appreciation	for	and	commitment	to	our	inhabited	places.		
	 In	the	final	chapter	I	outlined	how	the	biases	of	our	philosophical	and	
theological	traditions	have	produced	a	theoretical	posture	that	ignores	the	
importance	of	place,	a	posture	which	also	tends	to	dismiss	the	particular	and	
embodied	in	favour	of	the	universal	and	immaterial.	I	also	noted	that,	
considered	practically,	our	every	day	experience	is	no	longer	determined	by	
where	we	are.	The	loss	of	roots	is	endemic	in	today’s	world,	though	
thankfully	many	thinkers	have	begun	to	argue	for	their	importance.	In	the	
last	section	of	chapter	three,	I	introduced	the	work	of	a	group	of	Christian	
writers	who	advocate	for	the	reclamation	of	a	“sense	of	place”	through	a	
renewed	attention	to	those	parts	of	the	Christian	tradition	that	do	help	us	to	
root	ourselves.	These	thinkers	call	for	the	development	of	a	“theology	of	
place,”	and	I	summarized	their	approach	because	I	contend	that	developing	
such	a	theology	will	be	critical	if	we	want	to	live	well	as	Christians	in	a	
colonial	context	such	as	Canada’s,	since,	as	I	showed	in	chapter	two,	the	
colonial	mindset	is	very	much	characterized	by	an	alienation	from	the	
settler’s	inhabited	place.	I	suggested	that	a	Christian	looking	to	forge	a	
healthier	relationship	with	his	or	her	place	in	North	America	might	yet	find	
materials	for	doing	so	in	their	own	tradition.		
While	writing	this	work	I	came	upon	many	avenues	for	further	study	
and	consideration	that	I	could	not	take	for	lack	of	ability	and	limits	on	my	
time.	I	therefore	wish	to	close	by	drawing	attention	to	three	of	the	more	
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pressing	gaps	in	the	above	work,	forks	in	the	road	I	could	not	take	but	which	
I	feel	ought	to	be	recognized.	They	are,	as	it	were,	invitations	to	the	reader	
for	further	consideration	and	study.		
	 Settler	vs.	Immigrant	Consciousness	–	Many	of	the	Canadian	writers	I	
engaged	interpret	Canada	as	a	European	settler	nation,	some	because	they	
were	writing	in	the	mid-twentieth	century,	when	this	was	still	largely	the	
case,	and	some	because	they	are	exploring	their	own	family	histories,	which	
are	European.	But	settler	Canada	has	ceased	to	be	a	purely	European	nation,	
if	it	ever	was	one,	and	the	experience	of	immigrants	today	is	not	of	joining	a	
nation	in	progress	but	of	one	already	established.	One	can	immigrate	straight	
to	major	urban	centres;	the	need	to	clear	one’s	land	and	eke	out	a	living	in	
the	wilderness	is	no	longer	there.	Surely	this	changes	one’s	impression	of	the	
land.	It	is	even	easier	now	to	come	to	Canada	and	never	truly	see	the	land	
here.	How	might	we	differently	interpret	settler	culture	from	immigrant	
culture,	especially	from	a	Christian	perspective?		
	 Mennonites	and	Jewish	Farmers	–	One	theme	of	this	project	is	that	
farming	and	food	production	is	an	essential	way	into	an	appreciation	of	place	
and	the	land.	A	missing	element	of	my	essay	is	the	way	that	Mennonites	and	
other	Christian	communities	with	a	dedication	to	farming	relate	to	the	land	
in	North	America.	This	would	be	especially	interesting	in	the	case	of	the	
handful	of	Jewish	farming	colonies	that	took	hold	in	the	Canadian	prairies.	
The	stereotypical	Jew	is	a	wandering	urbanite,	at	home	in	time	and	text	more	
than	in	place.	But	Jewish	farmers	have	existed	and	continue	to	do	so.	How	
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would	they	challenge	this	stereotype?	How	would	a	Jewish	farmer	or	a	
Mennonite	in	North	America	relate	to	his	or	her	land,	and	how	would	this	
affect	their	relationship	to	the	land	of	Israel?		
	 The	Role	of	Revelation	–	In	addition	to	incarnation	and	doctrines	of	
pilgrimage,	Christian	doctrines	of	revelation	might	provide	resources	for	a	
theology	of	place.	We	have	seen	in	the	forgoing	that	a	proper	attention	to	
place	requires	a	suspension	of	human	categories	(to	the	extent	that	this	is	
possible).	The	goal	is	to	let	the	land	be	known	on	its	own	terms,	in	its	own	
language	if	you	will.	Revelation	can	be	construed	in	similar	ways,	as	a	
relinquishment	of	human	knowledge	production	in	favour	of	a	more	
receptive	(instead	of	prescriptive)	relationship	with	truth.	How	might	
doctrines	of	revelation	help	us	understand	how	human	subjects	can	be	
receptive	to	the	truths	of	our	particular	places?	Indeed,	how	might	we	better	
understand	the	land	as	revelation,	as	it	is	understood	in	so	many	forms	of	
Aboriginal	spirituality?	
	 Aboriginal	Spirituality	and	the	Land	–	The	reader	might	have	noticed	a	
lack	of	Indigenous	voices	in	the	forgoing	work.	This	was	largely	intentional,	
not	because	they	are	irrelevant,	but	because	I	did	not	have	the	expertise	or	
space	to	represent	Indigenous	relationships	to	the	North	American	landscape	
accurately.	Nevertheless,	this	avenue	of	inquiry	is	essential	for	anyone	asking	
questions	such	as	the	ones	I	am	asking.	The	fact	is	there	is	a	population	in	
North	America	that	calls	this	place	home,	and	whose	spiritual	traditions	do	
serve	to	root	them	in	their	shared	place.	Putting	down	roots	in	North	
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America	will	require	engaging	these	people	and	their	traditions,	not	only	
because	of	the	knowledge	they	possess	about	this	land,	but	because	they	are,	
quite	literally,	part	of	this	place	and	integral	to	it.202		
	 It	may	be	that	as	carriers	of	a	tradition	developed	in	another	place	and	
time	we	will	never	wholly	become	native	to	our	place	in	North	America.	
Perhaps	we	are	not	meant	to.	Perhaps,	as	Simone	Weil	writes	in	her	journals,	
“we	must	take	the	feeling	of	being	at	home	into	exile.	We	must	be	rooted	in	
the	absence	of	a	place.”203	Even	so,	the	cultivation	of	a	genuine	desire	to	
become	native,	a	sincere	longing	to	come	home,	should	serve	our	
communities	and	our	environments	well.		
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
																																																								
202	For	those	who	wish	to	pursue	this	line	of	inquiry,	I	recommend	Winona	Laduke,	
All	Our	Relations:	Native	Struggles	for	Land	and	Life	(Cambridge,	MA:	South	End	
Press,	1999),	Lisa	Brooks,	The	Common	Pot:	The	Recovery	of	Native	Space	in	the	
Northeast	(Minneapolis:	University	of	Minnesota	Press,	2008),	and	Vine	Deloria	Jr.,	
For	This	Land:	Writings	on	Religion	in	America	(United	States:	Routledge,	1999).	
203	Simone	Weil,	Gravity	and	Grace,	ed.	Gustave	Thibon,	trans.	Emma	Crawford	and	
Marion	von	der	Ruhr	(New	York:	Routledge,	2010),	39.		
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